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Abstract
Some individuals experience the feeling that they have become a person they had not 
anticipated. The life path they had expected to take is not consonant with the one they are 
taking in reality. This perception of “off-course” in identity and self-direction is referred 
to as derailment. Although previous studies have postulated and demonstrated that derail-
ment causes a low level of well-being, no studies have examined its existence and effect 
across cultures. We hypothesized that East Asians (Japanese) are less vulnerable to feeling 
derailed than North Americans (Canadians/Americans), and that those Japanese who feel 
derailed do not necessarily experience long-term damage to their well-being. Two correla-
tional studies and one longitudinal study with a one-year interval supported these hypoth-
eses and also demonstrated metric invariance of the Derailment Scale between countries. 
We discuss that these findings may be explained by East Asian’s dialectical thinking, in 
which the perception of one’s life direction is flexible.
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1  Introduction

Throughout one’s lifespan, some individuals experience changes in who they are and which 
directions they choose in life; that is, they occasionally notice that they have become a per-
son whom they had not imagined. The life course they had expected to take is not always 
compatible with the one they are currently taking. This perception of off course in identity 
and self-direction is referred to as “derailment,” which is defined as the perception that 
who one is has changed over time in constitution and course (Burrow et al., 2020).
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1.1 � The Concept of Derailment

Burrow et al. (2020) theorized a sense of derailment is comprised of temporal discordance 
in one’s sense of self and direction as follows. First, it is required that derailed individuals 
believe that their important past identity has been extinguished or replaced by a different 
one. They feel they have a discrepancy between who they are and who they used to be. 
Second, individuals who experience derailment recognize that they cannot follow the past 
life direction they used to take. They sense a substantial transformation in the direction 
of their life, perceiving they cannot pursue their dream or plan that they had in the past. 
Third, highly derailed individuals are likely to note difficulties in imagining how their past 
self has a deep connection to their present self. In other words, derailment stands for iden-
tity-relevant loss of the sense of how who they were is meaningfully relevant to who they 
currently are. To summarize, this novel construct captures a sense of losing or changing 
identities and life paths individuals had in the past, and, more importantly, failing to draw 
a meaningful connection between temporally distinct identities. Integrating these compo-
nents into a concept is the unique characteristics of derailment, which makes derailment 
distinct from conceptually similar constructs, such as narrative identity (e.g., McAdams & 
McLean, 2013), self-concept clarity (e.g., Campbell et al., 1996), temporal self-compari-
son (e.g., Keyes & Ryff, 2000), or self-continuity (e.g., Sedikides et al., 2015).

It is also noteworthy that derailment represents “subjective” (not objective) change in 
identity and self-direction. Imagine two different men with advanced knowledge of com-
puters who had to change their occupation from software engineer to farmer. One man 
thinks the transition in his career path is meaningfully connected and tries applying his 
skills to his new farming career, whereas the other man feels no connection between who 
he was as a software engineer and who he currently is as a farmer. He views himself as 
completely different from who he was; consequently, there is the sense of being off-course 
in his career path. The description of the first man is someone who would be regarded as 
less derailed, while the second man would be regarded as highly derailed. Although they 
experienced the same career transition, subjective perception of the change differs between 
the two men, leaving one feeling more derailed than the other. Although measuring how 
much individuals have changed over time is a typical methodological strategy (e.g., Harter 
et al., 1997; Meeus et al., 1999; Roberts et al., 2006; Specht et al., 2011), the subjective 
perception of change often mismatches the objective change (Lachman et al., 2008; Robins 
et  al., 2005; Wilson & Ross, 2001). Therefore, subjective perception of change in iden-
tity or life direction could provide informative findings that traditional measurement scales 
have not been able to capture.

1.2 � Derailment and Well‑Being

As characterized by the research in the area of identity formation, perceiving instability 
and discontinuity in one’s self can be damaging to one’s well-being (e.g., Ball & Chan-
dler, 1989; Erikson, 1968; Keyes, 2000; Keyes & Ryff, 2000). Importantly, previous stud-
ies have indicated that participants who reported a greater magnitude of change in their 
lives experienced an attenuation in their psychological functioning, regardless of whether 
participants reported they had changed for the better or worse (Burrow et al., 2014, 2020; 
Church et al., 2014; Haas & van Dellen, 2020; Keyes & Ryff, 2000). Indeed, studies using 
the Derailment Scale developed by Burrow et al. (2020) have found evidence that a highly 
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derailed individual is likely to report a low level of well-being, such as a low level of life 
satisfaction and positive affect, and high level of depression (Burrow et al., 2020; Ratner 
et al., 2019, 2020). Specifically, Burrow and colleagues reported in a series of studies that 
derailment was positively associated with the above-mentioned negative outcomes even 
after accounting for demographic characteristics (age and gender), identity-related varia-
bles (identity formation, self-concept clarity, and self-continuity), the Big-Five personality 
domains, and the number of status-changing life events experienced in the past.

A common finding of longitudinal studies is that a high level of derailment predicted 
increased depression over time. Burrow et al. (2020) revealed that derailment had a long-
term influence on fostering depressive symptoms using an 18 month longitudinal survey. 
This effect still remained after controlling for personality. Using the same measure as did 
Burrow et al. (2020), Ratner et al. (2019) conducted a multi-wave study over a period of 
one year and found similar results with each two-month interval.

1.3 � Cultural Differences in the Impact of Derailment on Well‑Being

Although cultural differences in the impact of derailment on well-being is currently 
unknown, there are some previous studies about temporal instability of the self-concept 
across cultures (Chopik & Kitayama, 2018; Church et al., 2012, 2014; Haas & van Del-
len, 2020), which could contribute to generating hypotheses about how culture plays a role 
as a buffer in the relationship between derailment and well-being. For instance, Church 
et al. (2014) revealed that objective short-term (one month) temporal instability of the self-
concept had stronger and more reliable negative correlations with subjective well-being 
in Western cultures (e.g., American), compared to Eastern cultures (e.g., Japanese). More 
recent research has also replicated this finding with regard to long-term instability even 
after a nine year interval, using Japanese and American longitudinal datasets (Haas and 
van Dellen, 2020). Drawing on these previous studies, it appears that the association of 
derailment with well-being can be moderated by culture, indicating East Asians are rela-
tively more resilient to derailment.

Given prior research findings, the question that arises is why does the effect of expe-
riencing temporal inconsistency of the self differ between cultures? It can be presumed 
that East Asians may be less vulnerable to feeling derailed because they hold a unique lay 
theory called “dialecticism” (Boucher, 2011; Heine, 2001; Nisbett et  al., 2001; Peng & 
Nisbett, 1999; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2009, 2010), which stems from Chinese religious, 
philosophical, and epistemological traditions that have been widespread over East Asia. 
This traditional way of thinking is composed of three concepts: (a) tolerance for contra-
diction, referring to both sides of an apparent contradiction will include some piece of 
the truth; (b) the expectation of change, characterized as the perception that everything is 
unpredictable, dynamic, and in constant flux; and (c) cognitive holism, in which everything 
in the universe is interconnected and mutually dependent.

Dialecticism, or dialectical thinking, has been exemplified in empirical studies about 
cultural differences in perception of change. Ji et al. (2001) found when participants were 
asked to indicate what the next trend would be in choosing from graphs with particular 
trends, Chinese, compared to Americans, were more likely to reflect the belief that the 
direction of the trend would change. Additionally, they found that Chinese participants 
were more likely than Americans to pick out non-linear or parabolic trends of happiness 
across the lifespan when many different kinds of happiness trends were displayed. It is 
possible that the flexible and compromising perception of one’s life direction, which is as 
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an aspect of East Asian culture, could buffer the detrimental effects of derailment on well-
being. Conversely, the essential mechanism behind the harmful effects of derailment in 
North Americans could be due to the fixed linear perception of one’s life trajectory, which 
can contribute to imagining that one’s derailed life path will continue without recovering 
the self one used to be.

1.4 � The Current Study

The aim of the current study was to examine the differences in the impact of derailment on 
well-being between East Asians and North Americans. We posited that derailment in East 
Asians would have a weaker negative correlation with well-being than in North Americans 
(Hypothesis 1). Additionally, we expected that East Asians who feel derailed would not 
necessarily experience long-term damage to their well-being (Hypothesis 2). To test the 
first hypothesis we conducted two studies. In Study 1, we used data from Canadian and 
Japanese samples, and in Study 2, we used data from American and Japanese samples. To 
test the second hypothesis, Study 3 used longitudinal data from a Japanese sample with a 
one year interval. Although the sample included only Japanese participants, we could com-
pare our results to the results of the American sample in Burrow et al. (2020) in which they 
conducted a similar longitudinal study with a one and a half year interval.

To assess participants’ well-being, we adopted different scales as measures of the con-
struct. Well-being can be classified as either hedonic or eudaimonic (c.f., Huta, 2016; Ryan 
& Deci, 2001). We focused only on hedonic well-being, because most of the research about 
derailment has examined hedonic well-being and we attempted to replicate and extend pre-
vious research. First, we assessed present life satisfaction, future life satisfaction, and posi-
tive affect given that the most common approach to studying subjective well-being is to 
distinguish it into cognitive and affective aspects (c.f., Diener, 1984). Life satisfaction is 
considered a cognitive aspect of well-being because it is based on evaluative beliefs about 
one’s life, whereas positive affect reflects the affective state of one’s life (Schimmack, 
2008). Including an assessment of future life satisfaction is informative because it can 
explain whether derailment has an influence on one’s anticipated well-being in the future. 
Second, we took into account cultural aspects of positive affect. To do so we included 
not only high-arousal positive affect (e.g., fun), but also low-arousal positive affect (e.g., 
relaxed), which is highly valued in East Asian culture compared to North American culture 
(Tsai et  al., 2006). Lastly, in accord with previous studies (Burrow et  al., 2020; Ratner 
et  al., 2019, 2020), we also examined the effect of derailment on depressive symptoms. 
Focusing on different aspects of well-being would heighten the generalizability of our 
results.

In advance of examining the association between derailment and well-being, we 
explored the factor structure of the scale used to assess derailment across all three stud-
ies. We conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with invariance testing to evaluate 
whether the scale was conceptually similar to respondents from both cultures. The test of 
measurement invariance across cultures is highly recommended in cross-cultural studies 
(Boer et al., 2018). In the CFA, we used the following criteria to evaluate the model fit: CFI 
and TLI values greater than 0.90 indicate acceptable fit, and values of these indices greater 
than 0.95 indicate close fit; SRMR and RMSEA values less than 0.08 indicate acceptable 
fit, and values below 0.05 indicate close fit (Marsh et al., 2004). The Bayesian information 
criterion was used when we compared models to choose the better one.
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1.5 � Data Analyses

Total scores on the scales were calculated (negatively worded items were reverse scored) 
and averaged for each scale. Data were analyzed using SPSS ver. 25 and Mplus ver. 8.3.

2 � Study 1

In Study 1, we examined whether there would be cultural differences in the relation-
ships between derailment and present and future life satisfaction, focusing on Canadian 
undergraduate students as the North American sample and Japanese undergraduate stu-
dents as the East Asian sample.

2.1 � Method

2.1.1 � Participants

The Canadian sample consisted of 890 students from a Canadian university. We 
selected only White/Caucasian ethnicities. The Japanese sample consisted of 940 stu-
dents from various universities in Japan. We excluded individuals who did not have 
Canadian or Japanese citizenship, came from international universities, were over 
25 years of age, did not pass an attention check, and did not finish the questionnaire. 
The final sample consisted of 839 Canadian participants (Mage = 18.79 years, SD = 1.34, 
range  16–25, four did not report age; 81.5% were women) and 900 Japanese participants 
(Mage = 20.74  years, SD = 1.54, range  18–25; 40.2% were women). A posteriori power 
analysis showed that this sample size was large enough for detecting a small effect size 
(f2 = 0.02 resulted in 1−β = 0.99) when we ran the following moderation analyses with 
covariates.

2.1.2 � Procedures

The Canadian sample was recruited through the psychology department subject pool 
at a Canadian university in which students received course credit for participation. The 
Japanese sample was recruited using two sources: an online platform called Lancers, 
which is a crowdsourcing website; and an online survey company called Macromill that 
has a large pool of research participants in Japan. We merged the two Japanese samples 
after checking that there were no large differences in age, gender, and scores on the 
measures. They received compensation (e.g., 50 Japanese yen) after participation. Par-
ticipants completed online questionnaires anonymously. They consented to participation 
in the study before responding to the questionnaires. They were informed that participa-
tion was voluntary, and that there would be no consequence for omitting responses or 
declining to participate. This study was approved by the research ethics committees of 
Kyoto University, University of Tsukuba, and Wilfrid Laurier University.
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2.1.3 � Measures

2.1.3.1  Derailment  We assessed derailment using the 6-item short form of the Derailment 
Scale that was developed by Burrow et al. (2020). Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). Example items include, “I did 
not anticipate becoming the person that I currently am” and “I feel like I’ve become a dif-
ferent type of person over time.” The original measure consists of 10 items; however, the 
6-item scale was adopted for three reasons. First, Burrow et al. (2020) demonstrated that the 
10-item scale consisted of two factors that could be distinguished on the basis of whether 
participants reflect on differences or similarities between current and past selves. Second, 
they compared results using the 10-item version with the 6-item version and reported the 
pattern of results were not different, suggesting researchers can use either version. Third, the 
model fit indices of the 10-item scale they reported in a series of studies did not satisfy crite-
ria. For instance, the model indices in one study were CFI = 0.68 and RMSEA = 0.15, while 
in another study the indices were CFI = 0.63 and RMSEA = 0.17 (Burrow et  al., 2020). 
Even after they put covariances with residuals to modify the model, the indices did not meet 
criteria (e.g., the CFI did not go over 0.90). This drawback could be troublesome especially 
when comparing models across cultures. Albeit Burrow and colleagues did not report the 
fit indices of the 6-item scale, model fit is assumed to be better because a smaller number of 
items generally increases fit indices (Ding et al., 1995). They provided evidence in support 
of the reliability and validity of the scale for both undergraduates and adults. In the current 
study, Cronbach’s α = 0.79 in the Canadian sample and α = 0.72 in the Japanese sample.

The original English version of the Derailment Scale was translated into Japanese 
using a translation and back-translation process (Brislin, 1986). First, three profes-
sional translators translated the scale into Japanese without discussing or checking the 
others’ translation. Second, the two native Japanese authors of this manuscript chose 
the best translation of each item, correcting the wording slightly to read more naturally, 
as necessary. Third, different professionals translated those items into English. Finally, 
the researcher who developed the original scale certified that the original items and the 
back-translated items had the same meaning.

2.1.3.2  Life Satisfaction  We assessed present and future life satisfaction using two 
subscales from the Adolescent Time Attitude Scale (ATAS; Worrell et al., 2013): the 
Present Positive and Future Positive subscales. The main reason for choosing the ATAS 
was that it can assess both present and future life satisfaction in the same scale, and the 
reliability and validity of both the English (Worrell et al., 2013) and Japanese (Chishima 
et al., 2019) versions have been confirmed. This scale was originally developed to assess 
adolescents’ time attitudes; however, it is also applicable to adult populations (Mello 
et  al., 2016). Each subscale consists of five items. Example items are, “I am content 
with the present” for present life satisfaction and, “My future makes me happy” for 
future life satisfaction. The items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). In the current study, Cronbach’s alphas for 
the Present Positive subscale were 0.94 in the Canadian sample and 0.89 in the Japanese 
sample. Cronbach’s alphas for the Future Positive subscale were 0.96 in the Canadian 
sample and 0.93 in the Japanese sample.
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2.2 � Results

2.2.1 � Measurement Tests of the Derailment Scale

We performed principal component analysis (PCA) to identify the factors of the Derail-
ment Scale in the Japanese and Canadian samples, following Burrow et al. (2020) pro-
cedure. The scree plot indicated a sharp break between the first and the second factor 
in both samples (Eigenvalues were 3.016, 0.862, 0.761, 0.570… for the Canadian sam-
ple; 2.629, 0.990, 0.785, 0.705… for the Japanese sample), which confirmed the unidi-
mentionality of the scale across samples. As can be seen in Table 1, all factor loadings 
were high except for Item 2 (“I do not feel very connected to who I was in the past”) in 
the Japanese sample.

Next, we conducted CFA to examine the model structure of the Derailment Scale, 
showing acceptable fit in each sample although RMSEA was over 0.10 in the Cana-
dian sample. We examined three models to evaluate measurement invariance in the two 
samples: configural invariance, metric invariance, and scalar invariance. The configu-
ral model has factor loadings, intercepts, and residual variances free across the sam-
ples. The metric model has factor loadings constrained to be equal across the sam-
ples, while intercepts and residual variances are free across the samples. This level of 
invariance allows for the comparison of bivariate relations, such as factor correlations 
and correlations to covariates between countries. The scalar model has factor load-
ings and intercepts constrained to be equal across the samples, while residual vari-
ances are free across the samples (Byrne, 2013). This level of invariance allows for 
the unbiased comparisons of factor means. As can be seen in Table 2, the configural 
and metric invariance models had almost acceptable fit, and the Bayesian information 
criterion (BIC) coefficients indicate the metric invariance model was better than the 
other models. Using the same procedure employed in the Burrow et  al. (2020) stud-
ies, we put covariances with residuals between Item 3 and Item 6 and between Item 4 
and Item 5 to examine whether a better model fit would be observed. Results showed 
that the model indices were improved after adding the covariances, the BIC indicat-
ing the modified metric invariance model was the best fit (CFI = 0.973, TLI = 0.957, 
SRMR = 0.050, RMSEA = 0.066). The factor loadings for the model in both samples 
are displayed in Table 1.

2.2.2 � Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the variables are presented in Table  3. 
Derailment scores significantly differed by country, which were higher in the Canadian 
than in the Japanese sample (t = 6.08, df = 1,737, p < 0.001, d = 0.29). Likewise, scores 
for present and future life satisfaction (LS) significantly differed by country, which 
were higher in the Canadian sample (t = 13.73, df = 1,737, p < 0.001, d = 0.66 for pre-
sent LS; t = 17.53, df = 1,737, p < 0.001, d = 0.84 for future LS). There were significant 
negative correlations between derailment and present and future life satisfaction in the 
Canadian sample (r = − 0.27, p < 0.001 for present LS; r = − 0.18, p < 0.001 for future 
LS), which is consistent with previous research (Burrow et al., 2020), whereas the cor-
relations in the Japanese sample were not significant (r = − 0.02, n.s. for present LS; 
r = 0.00, n.s. for future LS).
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2.2.3 � Moderation Analyses

To examine whether the correlation coefficients statistically differed between the two sam-
ples, we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses examining the 
interaction between country of the participants and derailment. The dependent variables 
were present and future life satisfaction. We used Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS Macro to con-
duct the analyses. In the first step, the countries and derailment were included. The second 
step added the interaction variables (country × derailment). Age and gender were added as 
covariates to control for their effect on the dependent variables. The R-square change for 
both present and future life satisfaction were significant (ΔR2 = 0.01, p < 0.000 for present 
LS; ΔR2 = 0.01, p = 0.001 for future LS). As shown in Fig. 1, simple slopes tests (Aiken 
& West, 1991) showed that in the Canadian sample derailment inhibited present (β = − 
0.23, p < 0.001) and future life satisfaction (β = − 0.15, p < 0.001), whereas in the Japanese 

Table 2   Fit indices for the derailment scores derived from confirmatory factor analyses across studies

CFI = robust comparative fit index, TLI = Tucker-Lewis index, SRMR = standardized root mean square 
residual, RMSEA =  robust root mean square error of approximation; CI =  confidence interval, BIC 
= Bayesian information criterion
a  These models include the covariances with residuals between Items 3 and 6, and between Items 4 and 5
*p < .001

Model χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA 90% CI BIC

Study 1
Only Canada 89.18* 9 9.91 .945 .909 .039 .103 [.084 .123] 13,077.82
Only Japan 39.14* 9 4.35 .973 .956 .028 .061 [.042 .081] 15,076.65
Only Canadaa 31.35* 7 4.48 .983 .964 .025 .064 [.042 .088] 13,033.45
Only Japana 25.74* 7 3.68 .983 .965 .024 .055 [.033 .078] 15,076.84
Configural 128.32* 18 7.13 .958 .929 .034 .084 [.071 .098] 28,179.44
Metric 164.99* 23 7.17 .945 .929 .059 .084 [.072 .097] 28,178.80
Scalar 412.82* 28 14.74 .852 .841 .089 .126 [.115 .137] 28,389.32
Configurala 57.09* 14 4.08 .983 .964 .024 .059 [.044 .076] 28,138.05
Metrica 90.12* 19 4.74 .973 .957 .050 .066 [.052 .080] 28,133.78
Scalara 326.08* 24 13.59 .884 .855 .081 .120 [.109 .132] 28,332.42
Study 2
Only USA 72.58* 9 8.06 .951 .918 .039 .129 [.102 .157] 6937.96
Only Japan 84.50* 9 9.39 .927 .879 .042 .126 [.103 .152] 8160.71
Only Canadaa 49.81* 7 7.12 .967 .929 .034 .120 [.090 .152] 6927.31
Only Japana 28.19* 7 4.03 .980 .956 .023 .076 [.048 .106] 8116.93
Configural 157.08* 18 8.73 .940 .901 .041 .127 [.109 .146] 15,123.82
Metric 180.64* 23 7.85 .932 .912 .068 .120 [.104 .137] 15,113.09
Scalar 314.25* 28 11.22 .877 .868 .095 .147 [.132 .161] 15,212.40
Configurala 78.00* 14 5.57 .973 .941 .028 .098 [.077 .120] 15,072.17
Metrica 107.84* 19 5.68 .962 .940 .059 .099 [.081 .118] 15,067.71
Scalara 237.28* 24 9.89 .909 .886 .090 .137 [.121 .153] 15,162.87
Study 3
Only Japan 68.07* 9 7.56 .950 .916 .033 .091 [.071 .112] 12,159.96
Only Japana 26.92* 7 3.85 .983 .964 .021 .060 [.037 .085] 12,132.16
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Table 3   Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix in studies 1 and 2

LS = life satisfaction. Correlations above the diagonal are for the Canadian/American sample and below are 
for the Japanese sample
*p < .05; ***p < .001

Canada Japan

Study 1 M SD M SD 1 2 3

1. Derailment 3.45 0.71 3.24 0.69 − −.27*** −.18***
2. Present LS 3.82 0.76 3.27 0.88 −.02 − .56***
3. Future LS 4.03 0.87 3.23 1.03 .00 .54*** −

USA Japan

Study 2 M SD M SD 1 2 3

1. Derailment 3.10 0.93 3.26 0.72 − −.27*** −.21***
2. Present LS 5.98 1.97 4.98 2.23 −.08 − .74***
3. Future LS 6.92 2.13 5.72 2.52 .09* .64*** −

Fig. 1   Interaction Between Countries and Derailment in Study 1
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sample derailment was not significantly related to present (β = − 0.02, p = 0.510) or future 
life satisfaction (β = 0.00, p = 0.982).

3 � Study 2

Study 1 showed that derailment was negatively associated with both present and future life 
satisfaction in the Canadian sample, whereas derailment was not significantly related to life 
satisfaction in the Japanese sample. In Study 2, we attempted to replicate and expand these 
results using different measures of life satisfaction and with adult samples in the United 
States and Japan.

3.1 � Method

3.1.1 � Participants

The original sample consisted of 451 Americans and 552 Japanese adults. We selected 
only White/Caucasian Americans. We excluded individuals who were under 20  years 
of age, did not currently live in the USA or Japan, did not indicate their first language 
was English or Japanese, did not pass an attention check, and did not finish the question-
naire. The final sample consisted of 427 American adults (Mage = 40.21 years, SD = 11.05, 
range 21–72; 49.4% were women) and 525 Japanese adults (Mage = 39.55 years, SD = 9.69, 
range 20–70; 53.0% were women). A posteriori power analysis showed that this sample 
size was large enough for detecting a small effect size (f2 = 0.02 resulted in 1−β = 0.99) 
when we ran the following moderation analyses with covariates Employment status in 
both samples was as follows (in the order of Americans/Japanese): student = 1.2/2.9%, 
full-time employee = 75.9/37.1%, part-time employee = 9.4/13.3%, housewife/househus-
band = 3.7/24.8%, unemployed = 3.5/9.7%, and other = 6.3/12.2%.

3.1.2 � Procedures

The American sample was recruited by Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, which is a commonly 
used crowdsourcing website. Participants received 2.00 US dollars as compensation. The 
Japanese sample was recruited using Lancers, as in Study 1. Participants received 200 Jap-
anese yen as compensation. As in Study 1, participants completed online questionnaires 
anonymously.They consented to participation in the study before responding to the ques-
tionnaires. They were informed that participation was voluntary, and that there would be 
no consequence for omitting responses or declining to participate. This study was approved 
by the research ethics committee of Kyoto University.

3.1.3 � Measures

3.1.3.1  Derailment  The same short version of the Derailment Scale (Burrow et al., 2020) 
that was used in Study 1 was used in Study 2. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88 for the American 
sample and 0.81 for the Japanese sample.
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3.1.3.2  Life Satisfaction  We assessed present and future life satisfaction differently than in 
Study 1 to test the generalizability of the results. The items in Study 2 have been used in 
national surveys, in particular the Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) and the Midlife in 
Japan (MIDJA) longitudinal studies. For present life satisfaction, participants were asked, 
“How would you rate your life overall these days?” For future life satisfaction, they were 
asked, “Looking ahead 10 years into the future, what do you expect your life overall will be 
like at that time?” Participants responded to each question using an 11-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 0 (“worst”) to 10 (“best”). The future life satisfaction in Study 1 assessed future in 
general without referring to a particular time span, whereas the one in Study 2 used “10 years 
later” as a reference for future so that participants have a clear image of how far the future is.

3.2 � Results

3.2.1 � Measurement Tests of the Derailment Scale

Following the same method in Study 1, we performed PCA, which confirmed the unidi-
mentionality of the scale across the two samples. Additionally, as can be seen in Table 2, 
the CFA indicated the modified metric invariance model with covariances was the best fit 
(CFI = 0.962, TLI = 0.940, SRMR = 0.033, RMSEA = 0.099). The factor loadings for the 
model in both samples are displayed in Table 1.

3.2.2 � Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the variables are presented in Table 3. Derail-
ment scores significantly differed by country, which were higher in the American sample 
than in the Japanese sample (t = 2.90, df = 950, p = 0.004, d = 0.19). Additionally, scores 
for present and future life satisfaction significantly differed by country, which were higher 
in the American sample (t = 7.22, df = 950, p < 0.001, d = 0.47 for present LS; t = 7.80, 
df = 950, p < 0.001, d = 0.51 for future LS). There were significant negative correlations 
between derailment and present and future life satisfaction in the American sample (r = − 
0.27, p < 0.001 for present LS; r = − 0.21, p < 0.001 for future LS), whereas the correla-
tions in the Japanese sample were not significant or very weak (r = − 0.08, n.s. for present 
LS; r = 0.09, p = 0.038 for future LS).

3.2.3 � Moderation Analyses

As in Study 1, we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses exam-
ining the interaction between country of the participants and derailment. The R-square 
change for both present and future life satisfaction were significant (ΔR2 = 0.004, p = 0.049 
for present LS; ΔR2 = 0.02, p < 0.001 for future LS). As shown in Fig. 2, simple slopes tests 
showed that in the American sample derailment inhibited present (β = − 0.22, p < 0.001) 
and future life satisfaction (β = − 0.16, p < 0.001), whereas derailment was not significantly 
related to present (β = − 0.09, p = 0.051) or future life satisfaction (β = 0.09, p = 0.061) in 
the Japanese sample.
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4 � Study 3

Studies 1 and 2 clearly demonstrated that derailment did not have deleterious effects on 
well-being in the Japanese samples. In Study 3, in accordance with Burrow et al. (2020) 
Study 5, we investigated whether derailment would predict subsequent well-being one year 
later. Well-being was assessed with measures of positive affect and depression to enhance 
the generalizability of the results we obtained in Studies 1 and 2.

4.1 � Method

4.1.1 � Participants

We recruited 1200 Japanese participants online. We excluded individuals who were under 
20 years of age, did not currently live in Japan, did not pass an attention check, and did 
not finish the questionnaire at Time 1 or Time 2. The final sample consisted of 794 Japa-
nese participants (Mage = 54.07  years, SD =  14.88, range  20–79; 48.9% were women). A 

Fig. 2   Interaction Between Countries and Derailment in Study 2
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posteriori power analysis showed that this sample size was large enough for detecting a 
small effect size (f2 = 0.02 resulted in 1−β = 0.90) when we ran the following linear mul-
tiple regression analyses. Employment status at Time 1 was as follows: student = 1.4%, 
full-time employee = 35.9%, part-time employee = 6.4%, housewife/househusband = 22.0%, 
unemployed = 21.8%, other = 12.5%.

4.1.2 � Procedures

Participants were recruited by an online survey company called Cross Marketing, which 
has a large sample pool in Japan. Participants were asked to answer questionnaires twice: 
during February to March of 2019 (Time 1) and March 2020 (Time 2)1.Participants com-
pleted online questionnaires anonymously. They consented to participation in the study 
before responding to the questionnaires. They were informed that their participation was 
voluntary without having any consequence for omitting responses or declining to partici-
pate. This study was approved by the research ethics committee of Kyoto University.

4.1.3 � Measures

4.1.3.1  Derailment  The same Derailment Scale from the two prior studies was used in 
Time 1. Cronbach’s α = 0.76 in the current study.

4.1.3.2  Positive Affect  The measures of positive affect were used in both Time 1 and 2. We 
assessed positive affect using the Hedonic and Eudaimonic Motives for Activities (HEMA) 
scale developed by Huta and Ryan (2010), after the following two modifications. First, 
although the original scale was developed to assess well-being “motives” (e.g., seeking 
enjoyment), we changed the wording of the items to assess well-being “states” (e.g., feeling 
enjoyment). Second, we divided affective states into two types, labelled HAP and LAP, in 
accordance with results using the HEMA in Asano et al. (2018) study in Japasn. It has been 
revealed in several studies with different samples from different countries that the original 
items for hedonic motives could be statistically categorized into pleasure (HAP) orienta-
tion and relaxation (LAP) orientation using factor analysis (Asano et  al., 2018; Braaten 
et al., 2019; Bujacz et al., 2014). Based on their analysis, Asano et al. added two relaxation 
items, demonstrating a clear distinction between the two orientations. The items for HAP 
were “pleasure,” “enjoyment,” and “fun.” The items for LAP were “relaxation,” “easiness,” 
“calmness,” and “feeling laid-back.” We asked participants to what extent they were cur-
rently experiencing each feeling using a response scale ranging from 1 (“not at all”) to 7 
(“very much”). Evidence in support of the reliability and validity of the original HEMA 
scale was found in an American sample (Huta & Ryan, 2010) and Japanese sample (Asano 
et al., 2018). The internal consistency reliabilities of HAP and LAP in the current study 
were α = 0.96/0.94 for HAP at Time 1/2 and α = 0.96/0.95 for LAP at Time 1/2.

1   Data at Time 2 was collected March 11–18, 2020. Although the first COVID-19 positive case in Japan 
was confirmed in January, the number of new cases were not large until the end of March, counting under 
100 cases per day. Indeed, our data showed the mean level of depression at T2 was lower than at T1 (MT1 
= 0.86, MT2 = 0.63, p < .000, d = .28. see the results section). Also, mean levels of HAP and LAP were 
not significantly different between T1 and T2. Based on the situation in Japan, timing of collection of data, 
and these results, we did not have any evidence to indicate that the results in Study 3 were affected by the 
outbreak of COVID-19
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4.1.3.3  Depression  Depression was assessed at Time 1 and Time 2 using the 6-item 
Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K6; Kessler et al., 2003). The scale asks partici-
pants how frequently they have experienced each of six symptoms of major depression 
and generalized anxiety disorder during the past month. Example items include, “How 
often did you feel hopeless?” and “How often did you feel so depressed that nothing 
could cheer you up?” Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (“none 
of the time”) to 4 (“all of the time”). Evidence in support of the reliability and validity 
of the K6 was found in an American sample (Kessler et al., 2003) and Japanese sample 
(Furukawa et  al., 2008). The alpha coefficients in the current study were 0.91 at both 
Time 1 and Time 2.

4.2 � Results

4.2.1 � Measurement Tests of the Derailment Scale

Following the same method of Studies 1 and 2, we performed PCA and CFA, demon-
strating the unidimentionality (Eigenvalues were 2.801, 0.942, 0.814, 0.619…) and good 
enough fit indices for the modified model (CFI = 0.983, TLI = 0.964, SRMR = 0.021, 
RMSEA = 0.060).

4.2.2 � Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the variables are presented in Table 4. As a 
preliminary analysis, we tested whether scores were different between Time 1 and Time 2 
using paired t-tests. Results showed that the differences in HAP and LAP scores between 
Times 1 and 2 were not significant (t = 1.38, df = 793, p = 0.169, d = 0.04 for HAP; t = 0.53, 
df = 793, p = 0.594, d = 0.02 for LAP). Depression scores significantly decreased over 
time (t = 10.20, df = 793, p < 0.001, d = 0.28). Correlations between derailment and HAP 
and LAP at Time 1 were modestly negative (r = − 0.14, p < 0.001 for HAP; r = − 0.18, 
p < 0.001 for LAP). In addition, derailment significantly positively correlated with depres-
sion at Time 1 (r = 0.25, p < 0.001).

Table 4   Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix in study 3

HAP = high-arousal positive affect, LAP = low-arousal positive affect
***p < .001

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Derailment 3.04 0.65 –
2. HAP (Time 1) 4.53 1.30 −.14*** –
3. LAP (Time 1) 4.55 1.31 −.18*** .60*** –
4. Depression (Time 1) 0.86 0.88 .25*** −.56*** −.56*** –
5. HAP (Time 2) 4.48 1.29 −.17*** .65*** .45*** −.48*** –
6. LAP (Time 2) 4.53 1.35 −.14*** .45*** .64*** −.47*** .66*** –
7. Depression (Time 2) 0.63 0.78 .19*** −.45*** −.44*** .71*** −.49*** −.50***
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4.2.3 � Effects of Derailment on Well‑Being

We conducted a series of multiple regression analyses examining the effects of derailment 
at Time 1 on well-being in Time 2. Age, gender, each well-being variable at Time 1 (HAP, 
LAP, and depression), and derailment were included as independent variables. The depend-
ent variables were the three well-being variables at Time 2. As shown in Table 5, derail-
ment at Time 1 showed a significant negative relationship with HAP at Time 2, although 
the coefficient was very small (β = − 0.066, p = 0.015). Derailment had no significant effect 
on LAP (β = − 0.025, p = 0.367) or depression (β = 0.006, p = 0.803) at Time 2.

5 � Discussion

Current research with East Asian samples challenged the existing postulation that derail-
ment is detrimental to mental health (Burrow et al., 2020; Ratner et al., 2019, 2020). Previ-
ous studies had not examined the effects of derailment in non-WEIRD (White, Educated, 
Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic) samples (Henrich et  al., 2010). The results of the 
current studies in which several different measures of well-being were utilized with Japa-
nese samples revealed that the harmful effect of derailment was very subtle in most cases. 
These findings contribute to our understanding of identity or well-being in cultural con-
text, because no studies had examined how culture plays a role in the effect of derailment 
on well-being. Below, we discuss these findings and the implications of these results for 
research in cultural psychology, as well as the limitations.

As predicted in Hypothesis 1, derailment in East Asians had a weaker negative cor-
relation with well-being than in North Americans. In Study 1, derailment was negatively 

Table 5   Multiple regression analyses in study 3

DV =  dependent variable, HAP =  high-arousal positive affect, LAP =  low-arousal positive affect, CI 
= confidence interval

B 95%CI t β p

DV: HAP (Time 2)
 Age .008 [.004 .013] 3.49 .094 .001
 Gender (1 = male, 2 = female) .038 [−.099 .174] 0.54 .015 .588
 HAP (Time 1) .622 [.568 .675] 22.93 .627  < .000
 Derailment −.131 [−.237 − .026] −2.44 −.066 .015

DV: LAP (Time 2)
 Age .015 [.010 .020] 6.04 .169  < .000
 Gender (1 = male, 2 = female) .123 [−.019 .265] 1.70 .046 .090
 LAP (Time 1) .602 [.545 .659] 20.68 .584  < .000
 Derailment −.051 [−.162 .060] −0.90 −.025 .367

DV: Depression (Time 2)
 Age −.005 [−.007 − .002] −3.52 −.092  < .000
 Gender (1 = male, 2 = female) .021 [−.056 .098] 0.54 .013 .592
 Depression (Time 1) .600 [.554 .647] 25.45 .679  < .000
 Derailment .008 [−.053 .069] 0.25 .006 .803
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related to present and future life satisfaction in the Canadian undergraduate sample, 
whereas in the Japanese undergraduate sample derailment was not related to life satisfac-
tion. Study 2 replicated and expanded these results using adult samples in the United States 
and in Japan with different measures of life satisfaction; in particular, future life satisfac-
tion referred to a particular time span (10 years into the future). These results are in line 
with the findings in previous studies about the relationship between instability of the self-
concept and well-being across cultures (Church et al., 2014; Haas & van Dellen, 2020).

We also found support for Hypothesis 2, which was that East Asians who feel derailed 
would not experience long-term damage to their well-being. In the Japanese sample of 
Study 3, there was no effect of derailment on depressive symptoms or relaxation orienta-
tion (LAP) one year later, although there was a weak but significant relationship to subse-
quent pleasure orientation (HAP). Nevertheless, our findings are dissimilar to the results 
of Burrow et al. (2020) in their sample of American undergraduate students. Burrow et al. 
found that derailment at Time 1 predicted depressive symptoms 18 months later. However, 
we cannot rule out the possibility that the difference in the findings between the two sam-
ples is due to age-related differences as opposed to cultural differences between the two 
countries, because the participants in Burrow et al.’s study were students, whereas the pre-
sent study involved a sample of adults. Future research is needed to clarify the different 
influences of age and culture on the effects of derailment.

Despite the fact that our studies provide no data that directly answer the question of 
why these differences were found in the two cultural groups, we can speculate based on 
prior research. East Asians have a belief that one’s life trajectory across the lifespan is not 
linear but fluctuating or cyclical (Ji et al., 2001), helping them reappraise a negative trend 
in their life into one that has a promising outlook. Likewise, they have a unique propensity, 
called dialecticism, to accept complex inconsistencies of self-concepts (Heine, 2001; Peng 
& Nisbett, 1999; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010). As such, East Asians compared to North 
Americans believe that their identity is something changeable corresponding to contexts, 
situations, or temporal timings. Previous studies showed that the association between cul-
ture and cross-situational (not temporal) inconsistency of the self-concept was fully medi-
ated by dialecticism (Church et al., 2012; English & Chen, 2007; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 
2009). Thus, it can be argued that this holistic, changeable, and contradictory nature of self 
or life in East Asians let people accept their fluctuation of the self and plays a role in inhib-
iting the deleterious influence of feeling derailed. Further research could directly assess 
these culture-specific beliefs to test these assumptions, which would provide more robust 
evidence of the influence of cultural factors and make what underlies the cultural differ-
ences more comprehensible.

5.1 � Implications and Impact

This research study makes several contributions and offers some insights. First, we con-
firmed that the Japanese version of the Derailment Scale was compatible with the origi-
nal version using invariance tests. According to Boer et  al. (2018), metric invariance is 
desirable, whereas scalar invariance is not a must, for comparing associations of variables 
across cultural contexts. However, it is noteworthy that the factor loadings of Item 2 in 
the Japanese samples were more modest than the other items, especially in Studies 1 and 
3. This could be explained by the different perception of connectedness among tempo-
rally expanded selves. Previous studies showed that East Asians were more likely to feel 
connected to their past self than Westerners (Ji et al., 2019), which was also found in the 
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current study.2 Lower factor loadings on this item indicate that Japanese, compared to 
Canadians and Americans, may have the belief that having a different self-concept from 
the past self does not necessarily imply a lack of connection with the past self; that is, they 
may be better at reconciling the pathway through which previously held identities have 
become current ones, even if they recognize that they have changed very much over time. 
This interpretation is consistent with a holistic view of the life course and with the dialecti-
cal thinking characteristic of accepting contradictory situations (Nisbett et al., 2001; Peng 
& Nisbett, 1999; Spencer-Rodgers et al. 2009, 2010).

Additionally, as Spencer-Rodgers (2010) mentioned in their review, despite a large 
amount of cross-cultural studies published about relational (cross-situational or cross-role) 
instability of the self-concept in social contexts (e.g., Cross et al., 2003; English & Chen, 
2007, 2011; Oishi et al., 2004; Suh, 2002), the number of studies on temporally expanded 
self-concept instability was considerably limited (Chopik & Kitayama, 2018; Church et al., 
2012, 2014; Haas & van Dellen, 2020). Our findings accentuate that cultural differences 
can be observed not only in relational but also in temporal instability of identity, because 
East Asians have a unique propensity to accept the fluctuations in self-concept based on 
their dialectical perspective.

5.2 � Limitations and Future Directions

The current studies have several limitations that deserve mentioning. First, all participants 
in Study 3 were Japanese, thereby lacking a comparison with a Western sample. To directly 
highlight the underlying cultural effects, future research needs to include comparison sam-
ples from other countries. Although the comparison between North Americans and East 
Asians is a worthy contrast of Western and Eastern cultures, investigating derailment and 
its effects in other countries would shed light on cultural variation in the sensitivity and 
consequences of derailment. This approach would also contribute to identifying whether 
the lower significance of derailment and its effects are particular to Japan.

Second, although we assessed low-arousal positive affect as culture-specific well-being, 
future research can include not only hedonic well-being such as life satisfaction and posi-
tive affect, but also eudaimonic well-being such as purpose in life, autonomy, and personal 
growth (Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Similarly, including interdependent happiness (Hitokoto 
& Uchida, 2015), which is harmony with others, quiescence, and ordinariness, would be 
intriguing and valuable because it is known to be prominent in East Asian cultures.

Third, it may be that one’s understanding of the concept of derailment may differ 
among individuals. One concern is that the valence of change differs among individu-
als. When reading and responding to the items, the wording does not suggest improve-
ment (positive change)  or decline  (negative change), rather the items maintain an 
ambiguous nuance. Thus, the interpretation of items all depends on the respondents. 
Burrow et  al. (2020) pointed out and tackled this point, displaying that the correla-
tion between derailment and positive valence of subjective change in self-concept was 

2  The score of the Japanese participants on Item 2, “I do not feel very connected to who I was in the past,” 
was lower than the score of the Canadian and American participants across studies. In Study 1, the differ-
ence between Japanese scores (M = 2.49) and Canadian scores (M = 3.01) were significant (t = 10.33, df 
= 1,737, p < .000, d = .50). In Study 2, the difference between Japanese scores (M = 2.48) and American 
scores (M = 2.66) were also significant (t = 2.49, df = 950, p = .013, d = .16).
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slightly negative. This implies that the participants recognized the change expressed 
in the Derailment Scale as modestly negative, whereas this is not clear in East Asian 
participants. Thus, future research may distinguish different directions of change 
(positive, negative, neutral, or even non-linear) in the self and life direction, design-
ing experimental manipulations so that the influence of direction of change would be 
comprehensible. Another concern is that we do not know whether East Asians rather 
than North Americans perceive derailment as less important in their life path and feel 
more comfortable with their inconsistency of the self, because participants were not 
specifically asked this question. Therefore, future studies may wish to directly assess 
how individuals interpret the inconsistency, and how the interpretation differs across 
cultures, using both quantitative and qualitative methods.

Lastly, in the measurement of derailment, it is not specified what the feelings of 
being derailed are due to. Therefore, the results are limited in understanding what types 
of transitions or experiences are associated with derailment. For example, there may be 
differences in derailment when the life-changing event is more traumatic (e.g., loss of 
a job, experiencing a heart attack) versus being a more neutral event (e.g., changing a 
college major, turning 40 years old). Although Burrow et al. (2020) provided evidence 
that experiencing an objective event was unrelated to feeling derailed, implying the 
perception of derailment is independent of the occurrence of life-changing events, the 
participants in their studies were all North Americans. Future research could clarify 
whether the type of transition or life-changing event associated with derailment con-
tributes to differences in derailment across cultures.

6 � Conclusion

Individuals often experience difficulty in accepting the difference between one’s past 
and present identities, and the consistent changes in life direction. This subjective 
experience diminishes their positive affect and fosters depression. The current research 
examined how the feeling of derailment and its psychological consequences differs cul-
turally by targeting North American and Japanese samples. Two cross-sectional stud-
ies and one longitudinal study demonstrated that the detrimental effect of derailment 
was not observed in the Japanese samples unlike the North American samples. These 
cultural contrasts could be derived from the East Asian dialectical beliefs that life or 
the self can be permanently changing in different directions. Thus, Japanese people are 
more likely to accept inconsistency without conflict, whether it is between changes in 
identity throughout their lives or in ones’ life direction itself.
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